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CAMPAIGN '7

o
introduction

. The agenda-setting model of medl a zeffééts has only

»

recently caught the attention off communication researchers.
J

haw (%1972) conducted ‘the

~

Since 1968 when McCombs and

initial agenda-sett}ng study, over thirty such studies have

S

; been conducted (McCombs, 1976) Several of these studies
X ) :

cénditions which may medlgte

.

have focused on the contingent

the agenda-settins -function of[political messages. }
"While there Is little evifddence relevant to the‘effects

n'voting behavior, ~Kelley and

of ;he informational agenda
Mirer (fﬂli) found that the Hecision for whom an Indlvidual

wi1T‘vote f§\highly..pred}c able from a comparison® of the
Fﬁ)things which voters like an d!sl!ke:about capd!dates and
pol itical parties. caldulations  derived from the

<;\\\\\:;equenc!es of 1ikes and di
' an Impréssive 84.4 per

across four Presidential elections.

1 tkes predicted voting decisions

nt of the cases, on the average
»

‘ . . Sanders and Atwood (1p75) labeled these lists of 1ikes
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~ and dislikes "''decisional agenda'' because ﬁbey' appear to

4

constitute the elements In cognitlve Jand affective space

‘ which relate most to votiﬁx declislons. (They argued that the

-

individual uses Information from the mass media to help
conétruct the decisional asenda, and <that the decisional’

dgenda is predictive ‘of voting behavior. They accurately

predicted votiné behavior for an average of 8§ per cént of
voters In a Congressloaa1'E1éct!on in.one' group across two
points In time. Benton and Frézi;r (19753 argued that
pro=-con ra?!ona1es comprise one: of three levels of

agenda-éetting, the other two beins gereral Issue labels ‘and

'
sub~issues. ,
In the present study, two dimensions of the decisional

© . .
agenda were examined, They were the number of items on the

.

v .
agenda and the content of agenda ltems. Consideratian of’ h

’r

the former dimension’ is important to the development of.the

" agenda-setting model. It Is Qn.the issue of agenda size‘
that a‘major departure %rom the Law of Minimal (onseguences
(k1apﬁer, 1969) s found. The Law po§]ts that the effects
of campaign communication will be minimal due to mediating
factors. In concert with this vlew,'trad!tiona1 prediction
of voting behavior has ‘beqn based .ma!niy on an arenda

’

contalning one lIssue, that of party ‘affilidtion. The

agenda-setting viewpoint suggests that as the Indlvidual
moves closer to the point of decislion,-he tends to fill In
\ . .

more and more-of his cognitiyg) map. Given .a fixed point of
. ' _/'

)
, .. 4 -

- L
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finral deciston, ti.e. eleét!on day, the individual strives to

feel as comfortable as poss!b[e with hls dec!s!on.

Clearly, the individual does not immed!ately ass!m!late:,\

every blt of political ‘information which the medla transm!t

At any glven point in time, the decislonal ‘agenda of varlous
iiq!v15u§ls could Qe‘!n diff erent stages of::development., It
“Is necessary to examine the content of agenda at different, . -
,6;1nts in time to explain‘the movement of the Indlvidual
toward a' decislon. .

A

-+ In examinihg the _electoral decdsion process from an

‘agenda standpoint, thi!\étudy conceptual fzed the agenda

undecided voters as :thq' ''"pre-decisional agenda;" while )
that of decided voters was viewed as the "post-de&isional_h\\ ‘
agendaa" _ " \ N

Agenda early |n the campaign. '_The: égendg not!on.

)
suggests that the individual strives to base tha decision

‘ -
for whom to vote on what he feels Is a relJ&lvely complete

3

map of the environment. It would be éxpected then, that
Hven éarly in tﬁe campaign those individuals who have .
made—uh ﬁggér minds will exhib!t a more complete agenda than
those !ndividu%?b who have not vyet made-up thelr minds, To

verify this assert!on, the following two hypotheses were s,
‘COnstructedg .
k4

>

- HY-POTHESIS 1. The  number - of Items  on  the

post-decisional agenda. early In the campaign will be
significantly greater than the numbler of [Items on the
prejdec!sional agenda early In the campal gn.c. . .
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HYPOTHESIS 2. . The contént, of the post-decisjonal
agenda early In the campaign will differ significantly from .
the content of the pre-decisional agenda early In the
. campaign. L. ' : .

L

‘ ‘ ¢
-Agenda late In the campaign. Late in the campalgn the X

relationship between decided and undec }ded voters i§

ntrobably very much the same as. it was early In the campaign.

The decided voter wutlilizes an aéenda which 1Is different In

"size and content from the agenda“of undecided voters. In
. : L4 *

"spite of ‘the prohahility that there Is more Tnformation in

-"
%

<, .
- the overall environment one week before the electlion than

-

K .there was one month hefore, the relatlionship between asenda
. N .

of undecided voters and' decided voters should remain

\\, ' * constant as suggested in Hypotheses 3 and .

HYPOTHESIS 3. The number, of Items on _ the
post-decisional genda late In the campalgn will’ be
significantly greater than the number of Items on the

/" pre-decisional agenda late In the gampalign.

/

L d

. .
HYPOTHES!S 4, The eontent of the post-decisional .
agenda 13te In the campalign wlll differ significantly from
A the content of the pre-decistonal .agenda late 1in the
campaign., o

-

Pre-declisionsl agenda over time., What differences. are

-

there betweeg _the agenda of undecided voters early In the

L]

campaign and the agenda of undecided voters late In the

. # campaign? NAD//exam!natTon of the environment of political

decision mag!ng calls to mind one difference immediately.

1

As the campaign draws to a close, and the point of decision.

N -
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is nearlng, more and more Information from the candidates

- Y

and medla Is poured into the, eﬂv!ronment. We expected.then

‘that even the undecided voter ,would have accumulated more

*

bits of ‘information as a result of interacting with that

A}

environment.- McCombs and VWeaver (1973) suggested that those

for whom politics [iénot a very major concern would behave
«

toward the media in a manner consistent with the Law oF:

Min'imal Consequences. Kelly and Mirer (1974) suggested

-

alternatively that the agenda of undecided Voters.'COuld be
quite large, but that, the items were of ; natu{é which
. results in a null decision. With resard to the content .of
the agrenda for undec Ided voters, we hypofhesized no

significant difference between the agenda-one month before

P

the election and the agenda during “the week hefore the
election. This sugrests that the individual expands his
lists of pros and cons about candidates based on the Issues

that viere Important Initially. -

-

HYPOTHESIS 5. . The numher of. ltems on the
pre-decisional agenda late in .the campaign will be
significantly greater than the numher ' of Items on the
pre-declsional agenda early In the campaisgn. —

~

HYPOTHESIS 6. The content of the prerdecisional arsenda.
late In the campaign will ndt differ significantly from the
;ontént of the pre-decisianal agenda early In the campalen.

'I Post-decislional agenda over time. In an effort to
determine the compositional changes In the arsenda of decided’

voters for /the time period between thelr decision and the

- _ g




PAGF 6

~

actual casting of the ballot, the post-decisional agenda was

examined over two points in .time. BRecause of the tncreased

volume ®©f Information in the enylronmentj we suggi7ted an

" increase In the number of items  on the agenda late /in the

campaign. The notlion that Individuals who have reached a
decision might tend to follow the media In seeking

conformational Information, and thus have a .decisional

. ! : ¢

. agenda that Is quite different by election day, promnted the
hypothesis of significant differences between early and .
late campalign content.

HYPOTHESIS 7. The . number of itéms on the
post-declislional . agenda late In the campaign will be
significantly greater than the number :of Items on the
post-decisional agenda early Imthe campalign. .

HYPOTHESIS 8. The -content of the post-decisional .
agenda late In the campaign will differ significantly from : ,
the content of the post-decisional agenda early 1In the ) “
campatgn,. "« - '

AN
. Procedures |
yv? . .

The data used in this study were gathered In a study of \4 )
the 1974 Congressional Election in the five largest counties (
of the 24th’Congressional District of I1linois. The sample
was selected' as follows: .

¢ N ’ .
» )

The population was defined as all Individuals $

residing In Jackson, Wid1iamson, . Saline, Franklin, :

and Jefferson counties who Intended to vote In the /
A Congressional election, and whose household had a '
" listed telephone. .The population was stratified - } '
v by county, proportionately.
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It was determined that a'réndom,’strat}FIeH sarple
of 500 would be adequate for the: study. he !
sample was ~stratiflied by county;relative' to the
proport ions established for th pbpulation. *

t
The sample was then selected from the telephone

directories of each using a skip Interval In )
1 column Inches that would result in the approprlate ,
stratification. : !

b . : ‘
L}

Of the ‘total sample, 3&1 respondeawts were iﬁtervlewed
on both waves. Wave one (early campalign) was-conducted from
September 14 to September 21 and Wave.two (late campafen) e ’

N .

. from October 26 to November 4. Of the questions asked In
y

the telephone survey, only four were analyzed 'In this study.

- . A‘
1. 1Is there anything In partialar about Paul Simon ’

(the Democratic candidate for Congress) that might make you

want to vote for him?
1

They are:

» 2. 1s there anything In’ particilar about Paul Simon
that might make you want to vote dgalnst(him? L d

-

h 3

»3. 1Is there anything In partldﬁ1af ahout Val ©Ushel C
(the Republican candidate for Congress) that might make you -

want to vote for him? -
4. Is ther anything In particular about Val Oshel that
might make you want to vote against him?
- Interviewers Fralned by the Center for Communication
" N 3
Research at Southern [1linols Universlty conducted the »
C
telephone Intgrviess, and were Ingtructed to probe the .

reipondents for a max Imum of four QFsponses, If posslblg, .

for each questldﬁx

‘ -
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. The data obtained from thes.e questions were - content
analyzed‘ in terms of fifteen 'general content catef:or(es
developed out of the .total data set. Inter-rater
rel labllity was relatively high (r. = ,81).

Four aZ)ects of aqenda~séttinr, wére-exar‘j!ned- in tpl;s
study. Pre ‘ and post-decisional agc’znda were comnared early
in‘th'e campaign an_d late in the campaign: pre-decisional
Egenda early In the campaign was compared with
pre-decisional arenda late + In.° the campalgn; anr}
post-decisional agenda early in the campaign was compnared
with post-decisional agenda ylate In the campal . Three
. methods of statistical é‘naﬂys!s were employe} in testing the
hypotheses of this study. T-tests were used to compare the
’mgan numbher of asenda Iitems for decided and undecided
voters eafly In the campaign and decided 'versus undecided

£

voters late In the campai’gn."Ch! Sqllares were used to

. -compare the frequency o’f’ agenda ltems for decided voters

early In the campalgn versus decided voters late in the
: ]

campalgn and undecided voters early In the campalgn versus

undecided voters late In the campal . A

-
The ‘test for differences In agenda content consisted of

correlations between each of the. patrs of arenda
\ .
PR Y »
hypothestized, , That Is, the response frequency For‘ each of
the f!f.teen content categories for the first f;r;oub was

correlated (using Kendall's, Tau) with the mesponse frequency

of each category for the second group in "each hypothesis. A

10 N
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significantlyy high correlation required the accepténce of

the null hypothesis that no differences existed between the.

groups tested. - ¢
Results _ ' ‘ °
Agenda early In the campalgn. Utilizing independent

samples it was found that the number of items on the
post-decisygnal arenda, early In the campaign Is
o .

signiflcantly greater than the number -of Iitems on “the
{ . -

pre-decisional agenda early In the campaign (p < .05, see

Table 1).

t &
Insert table 1 here .
~ (

In the test for (agenda content similarity,. the

correlation hetween//pos;-de:lslonal acenda early In the
campalgn and the pre-decisional aéénda early Ip the qﬁqnalgn
was nonsignificant (Tau = .447), confirming .Hypothests 2,
that ‘a dlfferencg exists ° hetween pre—declslohal and
post-decisional agenda early In ‘the campalkn.

As expected, one' month before election day,, rather
;arly In the congressional campalign, the voters aanrently
demonstrate a dependence upoﬁ frequency and dlvers}ty' of

.information In making ub thelrﬁmlnds for whom to vote'

Decided voters wutllize an agedda which s larger and

different In  content from the agenda of those who have as
\

»w
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vet not decided ahout their choice of candidate.

Agenda late In the campalign. The t-test indicate
;lgnif!gant dlf?erencq between pre and éost-declsional g
arenda one week before fhe glection. (p < .05, see Table 2),
with the postjdecislgnal arenda ‘contalning slgnificntly
. . 5

more [tems.

&l

Insert table 2 here‘ o . .

3
’,
<«

‘V@yypofhesis 4 was not ° confirmed, A -slgnlfﬁcant
correlation was -obtalned between the @oﬁtent Py %he
nre-decisional agenda late ]n t he campalgp aéH the content
of "the post{decisidnal agenda late In the céﬁ;;?:5\)(Tau = -
.708). L

4 ¥
The results of this ‘ana)ysis suggests that .as the

election draws near, the thines whi.ch concein’ undecided
voters tend to bhe the same as the things which concern
decided voters, however the decided voters appedr “to hold

¢ . . . .
more Information items about those things. N

Pre-decisional .agenda over time. In this analysls, o
R, .

{

both hypotheses were rejected (see Tabhle 3).

- - v “X'
Insert table 3 here T\\ , .

G-

These findings sugv,esf that the undecid ed vqter Is much more

(23

-

active In his declslona]‘béﬁ&wlor than had been previously"

. reallized., The ﬂﬁmher-of/ltems on the agendadid ndt change




. . -
PAGE 11 -
&' . ‘ ] '
, drastically over time, but the content of the agenda qld

change, suggesting that the undécided voters In this
analysis were engaged in a broad sweep of the Informatlion iIn
the pnvlronme1t, never dealing witlk very much Information

é

about any one thlﬁg (Tau = .314).

Post-decislonal agenda over time. Hypothesis = 7,
lndlcated/zr*grq?ter number of items on the 5genda. iate In

N the ca@péTgn than early In the campaign for decided voters

] T - R 4
‘(p < .05,-see Table 4). However, In testing Hypothesis 8, a
. highwcorrelation between the content of th® post-decisional

agenda early -in the campaign . and E&i - content of the
) ' -
post-decis[onal agenda at time two was found (Tau.= .808).
@ .. ’ » ¥

* N .
. . ’

Insert table 4 here

. - < N
.
' v - . ¢
. \ .

-

~This suggests that those voters who have decided, tend

to contlinue to construct thelse agenda, but 1imit the asenda
‘ : : ’ y
to those Items dealling ewith the content similiar to that

) 'up;n\wb.y(h the decislon was Initially hased. %

Ly -
1
hd

° .

~Summary and Dlscusslon

The findings presented here are suggestive of some ’
interesting 'genérallzatlons Fﬁﬁéut the electoral decision
process. Usling the results of .this studQ, 1et‘us construct

a comparison of génerallzed decisional behavlorlfor dec ided

and undecided voters over time,

-

»
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*  _Early .In the campaign, the declded voter has

constructed for himself a declslonal' agenda cpmpbsgd of
I"lkes and dislikes about the candidates. At the sdme point
in‘ilme, the undecided voter 1Is just beginning to construct

these 11ists, and his lists differ from those of the declided
voter In both number and content of Items. Over time, the
‘decided voter accgmulates more and more Informat fon about
the cand]dates but rarely deviates from' the content
structure already establ!shed In his decisional agenda. In
other words, he seeks out motre o% the same kinds of
Information. Later In the campaign the undecided voter has

also expénded his agenda but In’a manner that Is the reverse
of,tﬁe decided voter. Rather than seeking more Items ofthe
same kind of information, the undecided voteP™ seems to be
samp;ing\ the content of &4 variety of issues while not

Py

accumulating In total much additional declsiohal information

at all, It .is Intetesting to note that there Is some’

convergence between decided and undecided voters In terms of
arsenda content over time. That Is, late in the campaigﬁ the

undecided voter has an agenda which 1Is very simllar to that

of the decided voter, hut hecause he has been ''trying on''’

different- Issués throughout the campaign, the undecided

voter has less tota] InfqrmatI;; Items about those Issues.
In summary, the present study has attempted to exonlain

the dlfferques betwern the decisional agenca &f decided and

undecided woters over time, Different patterns of electoral

14 ,

e

sl
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decision behavior were examined, and the differences between

-

agenda

4

determined.

Further

research into the areas of

decisional asenda over time, the relationship between the

' medla agenda and the declisional- agenda, and Informatlon

.seeking amon‘g declded and undecided voters Is su.ggested. .
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o TABLE 1 e /
Pre and Post Decislional Agenda *
/ . . ‘farly-in the Campalgn ’
s \ ’ :
"pre-decisional posit~-decislional std, <;’//A\\\r;>
agehda agenda error df
1.54 2.91 45 133
. \ ,
. TABLE 2

Pre and'Post\Deciglonal Az enda . o
Late In the Carpalen ‘

t

~
{
1
pre-decisional post-decisional std,
" argenda ' agenda error df t-value
2.54 b.16 47 - 133 3,45

p<.05




TABLE 3°

[

- Pre Decisional [Agenda Over Time

v
no. of ltems carly late total
X f fx. £ fx £ £x
0 23 0 5 0 28 0
1-2 11 18 11 23 22 41
3-5 12 42 9 35 21 77
6-8 2 s _4 26 “_6 40
totals 48 . -74 33 84 77 158
Ch! Square = 37.49 . p> .05
P > :\. .
- /
" TABLE & "
.%gst Pecisional Agenda Over Time -
] . .
n&. of ltems eariy  Jate total
C X £ fx £ fx f fx
0 15 0 2 0 7 .0
1-2 30 44 27 41 57 85
3-5 23 85 43 166 66 251 - ..
6-8 15" 102 27 186 42 288
9-14 4 sy 3 _32 _1 76
totals 87 275 102 425 179 700
ya -
. .

Chl Square = 221.87 ‘ p<.0%

- o




